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Small stories, big issues: Tracing complex subjectivities of high 
school students in interactional talk 
Introduction 
Young people are growing up in a world that is characterized by complexity and change. The often 
contradictory influences of family, religion, social, cultural, and economic discourses are deeply 
inscribed in their practices and in their talk. When researchers talk to young people, it is tempting to tell 
their ‘story’; to tell how certain events, experiences or affiliations have shaped them. Indeed, narrative 
inquiry is a popular form of research that is situated within an implicit framework of human cultural 
and social life as experienced and made sense of, through story.  Narrative structure reflects how we 
organise our thinking and our perceptions of our experiences. As an alternative to the positivist stance, 
it makes transparent the historical contingency and rhetorical constructedness of any text, and opens 
such representations for analytical scrutiny or identity analysis (Bamberg, 2006b).  
 
One of the problems I have encountered in trying to tell the stor‘y’es of young people however, is that 
there is often not only one story to tell. There are many intersecting and sometimes contradictory 
stories that overlap in the telling of what Bamberg (2006a) refers to as the ‘big’ story. The danger in 
using a ‘big’ cohesive narrative to describe the young participants in this study is that I am less able to 
capture their multiple, often contradictory, positionings about themselves, about others or about the 
discourse worlds within which they engage. While these young people may struggle for coherence in 
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their lives, it is in the telling of small stories that we can gain rich insights into their often contradictory 
views about big issues such as gender and race. This article argues that by locating ‘small stories’ 
within interviews and undertaking a critical discourse analysis of both content and interaction on these 
sections of interview data, we can more readily capture the complex positionings of young people as 
they form and re-form their world views.   
Theoretical Frames 
Poststructural inquiry enables me to approach the accounts of the young people in this study with an 
expectation of divergence and complexity, rather than as a cohesively told story. The poststructural 
view of subjectivity as multi-layered and uncertain, shaped by the varieties of experiences and 
intersections of discourses and storylines through one’s life history is useful to make sense of the 
accounts of these young people. This view of subjectivity rejects the notion of a fixed, humanist 
identity in favour of one that sees the subject as dynamic and fluid, and in that sense, as open to 
differing and imposed interpretations.  The subjectification process is enabled by actively taking up 
discourses in dynamic ways through one’s own desires and choices (Davies, 2003; Threadgold, 2000).  
These discourses then shape the subject and the ways in which they exist in the world.   
 
Foucault’s (1972) work on discourse has been integral here to understand how young people engage 
within the different spheres of influence on their lives. He defines discourse as more than simply ways 
of thinking and constructing meanings, rather he suggests that they constitute social practices, 
knowledge, subjectivities and the power relations within them.  They comprise the body, the emotions 
and both the conscious and unconscious mind of the subjects they seek to govern.  Foucault suggests 
that while discourses are composed of signs, they are not merely reducible to language (langue) and 
speech.  Rather, discourses do more than use these signs to designate things, and he argues that we 
must reveal and describe this ‘more’.  Foucault’s (1972) work on discourse seeks to discover this 
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‘more’ by interrogating issues related to the speaker, the site and the subject.  He considers important 
the different positions that the subject may take up at different times or even at the same time within 
their discourse worlds. 
 
Of particular interest to me in this study is Foucault’s (1977) method of genealogy which seeks to 
unmask the small details, minor shifts and discontinuous discursive formations of the discourse, 
particularly through the relations of power, knowledge and the body. Foucault’s genealogist finds that 
there is no fixed meaning of text or context, but rather that there are only other interpretations which 
have been created and imposed by other people, not by the nature of things. He sees that contemporary 
knowledge can be interrogated in terms of the strategic interventions or conditions that discontinuously 
produced the ‘history of the present’ (Foucault, 1988). By searching for disruptions and investigating 
the conditions upon which ‘truth’ was contingent, Foucault suggests that we can recognise multiple 
other possibilities and see the constructedness of knowledge.  How though, does one find these minor 
details or inconsistencies in the accounts of young people? And how do these minor instances 
contribute to their world views? A useful approach to locate positioning through narrative is that 
posited by Bamberg (2006b) and others on ‘small stories’.  
 
Locating Key Interactions: Small stories 
Bamberg’s (2006b) and Georgakopoulou’s (2006) work on what they term ‘small stories’ offers a 
practical way to locate instances of mundane tellings within interview accounts.  Bamberg (2006b) 
asserts that people use stories in ordinary, everyday situations to create a sense of who they are. The 
functional creation of characters in space and time, positions the teller in relation to the context and to 
the co-conversationalist(s), as they display or test out aspects of their situated identities or contextually 
shaped subjectivities.  Small stories are defined by Bamberg and Georgakopoulou (in press) as tellings 
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of ongoing, past, future or hypothetical events. They can also be allusions to previous tellings, 
interrupted tellings or refusals to tell. They do not always fulfil a typical narrative structure with 
temporal ordering of events, and they can even be about ‘nothing’ from an interviewer’s point of view. 
Hence, they are often disregarded in the analysis of interview data that are sought to provide rich 
description or meaningful accounts. Interview data are typically long, often with many seemingly 
irrelevant stretches of talk. The work of the discourse analyst hinges upon the trustworthy choices that 
she makes about the sections of data on which to conduct a fine-grained textual analysis. I find that the 
‘small stories’ perspective provides a way to locate the sections of data that offer rich insights into the 
subjectivities and positionings of those involved in the interview interaction.    
 
Small stories (as defined by Bamberg and Georgakopoulou) were identified in the current data through 
the introduction of character(s) (either self or others) and associated event(s) into the talk, which was 
recognised, and responded to, by the co-participants (including the interviewer) as a story. A key focus 
here is that by locating these ‘insignificant’ small stories, and by analysing their discursive function in 
this context, a more complex view of the participants’ subjectivities and world views can be made 
visible. The small stories located in these data were introduced to mount arguments and counter-
arguments, to test out theories, to seek support for views or practices and to establish strategic 
relationships with co-participants.  
 
Bamberg and Georgakopoulou (in press) suggest a five-step method of analysis which accounts for 
how the characters are positioned within the story, how the narrator positions herself and is positioned 
within the interactional situation, and how identity is constructed with regards to dominant discourses 
or grand narratives. Bamberg and Georgakopoulou’s method shows elements of micro (within the text), 
and meso (the interactional situation) levels of analysis, and they refer to dominant discourses at play.  
However, they take a more psycho-analytic approach in that dominant discourses are seen to impose 
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themselves upon individuals in the talk (although their approach is more interactionally focused than 
the majority of psycho-analytical work).  
 
I, on the other hand, take a more socially critical view of discourses and discursive practices, where 
broader social discourses (macro level) are seen to both influence and be influenced by individuals and 
context, introducing power relations that can shape what and how topics are raised (or not) in the talk at 
this time. I find that the temporal, linear nature of Bamberg and Georgakopoulou’s steps a little too 
limiting for this study, framed as it is by poststructural inquiry. Instead, I utilise critical discourse 
analysis (CDA) which has been used in different forms by a number of poststructural scholars (see for 
example Fuller & Lee, 1997; Kamler, 1997b; Threadgold, 2003). My conceptual use of Bamberg’s and 
others’ ‘small stories’ then, is related to choosing the sections of interview data on which to conduct a 
fine-grained analysis of both content and interaction using CDA. The interpersonal function of 
language is of particular importance when using CDA within a poststructural framework, so that the 
multiple positionings of self and others during the interaction can be interrogated to gain insight into 
world views. 
 
Critical Discourse Analysis 
CDA has come under some similar criticism regarding inflexibility for its use of steps and ‘boxes’ to 
delineate the levels of analysis (see Fairclough, 1992). However, in later work Fairclough (2003) and 
others who use his methods (see for example Janks, 1997) have suggested more flexibility in the ways 
of moving between and across the levels. Threadgold (interview with Kamler, 1997a) suggests that the 
different levels of analysis (micro through to macro) can be utilised from different starting points, or as 
interwoven analysis – not linear at all. 
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I take Threadgold’s approach of ‘writing the analysis’ as I weave the different levels together in a 
multi-layered approach. My linguistic point of reference is Hallidayan (1978) systemic functional 
linguistics. My analysis here specifically focuses upon the linguistic transitivity processes and their 
participant realisations within the clause (who or what is involved, and what are they doing, saying, 
being etc), as well as the use of modal adverbs, so to determine how the participants account for their 
practices, which practices are afforded value or are criticized in this interactional context, and how this 
fits with broader macro discourses of youth culture, schooling and society as the spheres within which 
these participants live their lives. This ideational function of language is also interested in the meaning 
relationship between text and context (lexis).  I analyse the lexical choices made in the data to indicate 
how the participants describe themselves and others in certain contexts through language, particularly 
how attributes are ascribed and explained. These lexical choices provide insight into views about ‘big 
issues’ such as race and gender roles. The interpersonal function of language is also interrogated to 
identify the roles and relationships that play out within the text. Positions of power are evident through 
such analyses. This function is particularly important in the interactional interview context, and within 
the genres that are introduced, including small stories. Analysis of the specificities of the texts in this 
way, allows me to explore how the participants’ language is used to position themselves and others in 
this interaction, and to legitimise their dominant cultural maps (Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clark, & 
Roberts, 1978). 
The study: Data and analysis 
The purpose of this research is to question the capacity of socially critical pedagogical and curriculum 
approaches to be genuinely transformative such that young people lead lives where social justice and 
social betterment are paramount. These goals underpin all syllabus documents in Queensland, 
Australia. The study seeks to understand the extent to which the young participants are prepared to 
invest in such principles when they are part of a choice generation, with its focus on lifestyle and 
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consumerism. The participants highlighted in this article are a group of white, middle class high school 
(16 year old) students in Queensland for whom emancipation is not a key issue in their lives. They 
were identified by their English teacher as highly competent in the critical strand of the English 
syllabus. The critical strand of the syllabus requires students to demonstrate an understanding of 
common principles of social justice, such as: equity, diversity and supportive environments, through 
active civic participation. The ‘big story’ of these participants is one of academic success, of doing the 
‘right’ thing, of concern for social justice issues related to minority and/or marginalised groups and of 
budding potential for transformative social action.     
 
The broader study drew upon a variety of data sources including popular culture and media texts, 
school curricula documents and strategic plans, participant-constructed texts and interviews; however 
for the purposes of this article, I focus on the interview data. I conducted both individual interviews and 
focus group interviews with the different cohorts involved in the study. The interviewing methods that I 
adopted resonate with the approach suggested by Holstein and Gubrium (1997) which conceives of the 
interview as interpretively active and unavoidably collaborative. The first round of interviews were 
semi-structured, and were designed to encourage the participants to explicate a critical reflective 
reading of their self-constructed popular culture texts (Johnson, 2002). The second round of interviews 
were more focused and drew from a social reconstructionist perspective. This encouraged a 
critical/political reflection by the participants on their subjectivities and lived experiences within a 
broader social and political context (Johnson, 2002; Lather, 1992). This approach attempted to 
encourage a more resistant reading of self, to interrogate and challenge dominant institutional 
discourses at play in shaping the participants’ subjectivities and lived experiences. The final focus 
group discussions were unstructured in that only broad areas for discussion were decided upon prior to 
the sessions. Some preparation was asked of the participants to focus their thinking about self. They 
were asked to prepare a collection of personal artefacts that they chose to represent their diverse 
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subjectivities at this point in time, and to be prepared to talk about them. These group sessions were 
collective accounts at points in time, of beliefs, values, personal investments and everyday social 
practices within the structures of power that influence and shape our subjectivities. 
 
The decision to use focus groups was made in an attempt to complement the deeper, more extended 
accounts of self generated through the previous data levels.  They prompted talk directed not just at the 
researcher, but also at other members of the participants’ everyday social groups.  They also allowed 
for responses to others, revisions and collective rememberings (Haug, 1987).  Focus group sessions 
enabled me to explore poststructural concerns with different layers, conflict and contradiction 
(Macnaghten & Myers, 2004), whilst also drawing in generative, critical possibilities by presenting 
alternative framings to those cultural maps suggested by the participants.   
 
I scanned the interview data for small stories – those seemingly insignificant stories that are told, often 
in fragmented ways, during interviews.  They are not stories of significant life events, but rather 
tellable (or not tellable) events that participants introduce into their accounts. The following examples 
are provided to show how small stories are used in these interviews and to illustrate what can be 
learned about these participants by analysing such seemingly irrelevant stories. The small stories are 
identified through the introduction of character(s) and associated event(s). Text 1 is taken from the 
focus group interview. It introduces Matt, Paul and Ellen (pseudonymns) and provides some insight 
into their viewpoints and positionings in this situation. I follow this text with three subsequent texts 
taken from individual interviews or other sections of the focus group interview. These subsequent texts 
are introduced to highlight the multiplicity of the participants’ stories that are woven through the 
various data and relate to the issues raised in Text 1.    
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Group account: It’s all about the money 
Text 1 - ‘Well there’s this kid I know…’ 
 
INT: So do you think you are shaped by race issues in broader society?  
MC: Well there’s this kid I know, and his whole thing…like his whole world 
is shaped by being black…and… 
INT: Well that’s… 
MC: Yeah but he plays on it… 
PH: Yeah he plays on being black…I have this theory that black people can 
get money just by complaining about things, so they’ll have a hundred 
percent tolerance as long as they can keep on getting money for 
complaining, for example um…I can’t think of an eg right now.  And like 
the women’s lib thing, it’s still going…the ridiculous claims…’cause 
they know they can make financial gain easier, so… 
INT: How are they making financial gain? 
PH: They sue companies… 
INT: So you don’t think those things are important? 
MC: I do 
PH: I think they’re claiming that they want acceptance, but what they do 
want is special treatment…not all woman, I don’t want to generalize, but 
I’m saying people who want to go out and complain about policemen 
instead of policewomen and men make more money…I don’t think they’re 
trying to get acceptance, they’re just trying to get money. 
MC: I think that fundamentally they’d like to be accepted, but they just 
can’t see it happening and there’s always gunna be other people 
searching for …money probably 
INT: Ellen, what do you think about this – a female perspective? 
EP: Um, when we talk about this I feel like one of the guys.  I don’t feel 
like I get treated any differently.   
 
 
Matt Introduces attribute ‘whole’ up-front to emphasise that this kid needs to get over the fact that he’s 
black. When I interject, he justifies his view using the figurative material process ‘he plays on it’.  This 
suggests that ‘the kid’ is metaphorically ‘playing the race game’ – a visible discourse in society where 
if you identify as Indigenous you can get anything you want, including handouts. Matt’s low modality 
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(probably) indicates his dilemma of wanting to be seen as a ‘good’ student who is politically correct 
and in-synch with school values (Lesko, 2001), while at the same time colluding with his peers about 
unfair monetary claims by certain groups.  He doesn’t want to offend, yet he normalises gender terms 
without interrogation.  
 
Elements of peer collusion are evident as Paul steps in to support and embellish Matt’s argument 
(pitting youth against adult).  ‘Us’ against ‘them’ is a familiar discourse in generational debates, and as 
the adult interviewer, I am positioned in this context as the ‘them’ or the ‘other’ who is questioning 
their beliefs and ideals. So even though Matt does not mention ‘the kid’s’ name, Paul actively takes up 
the story as though it is a familiar and therefore tellable tale.  He uses it as a way to explicate his 
‘theory’ about black people.  Paul minimizes the importance of race issues and the disempowerment of 
Indigenous people by showing outrage that ‘black people can get money’ just by complaining.  His use 
of the mood adjunct ‘just’ indicates his vocalised position on Indigenous issues.  He reinforces this 
argument through his use of the comparative ‘like’ to draw parallels with other participant groups that 
are also posited as financial drains on society, such as ‘women’s lib groups’.  His use of the attribute 
‘ridiculous’ to describe the claims that such groups make, indicates his lack of sympathy, or at least 
unwillingness to financially support, such groups in society. These groups are posited as active rather 
than passive agents through the processes ‘can get money’, ‘they make’, and ‘sue companies’. This 
positioning of such groups performs two linguistic functions here: it suggests that such groups are not 
disempowered or marginalised as they have agency, and it is a negative appraisal of this particular kind 
of agency (which supposedly disrupts the harmony of dominant groups).  
 
Peer interactions are significant in this ‘small story’ as power relations are evident through the take-up 
of the story. Matt defers to Paul in this interaction as he allows Paul to interject and take over the story.  
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Paul is an eloquent speaker who may not have introduced the ‘story’, yet he takes control of the 
argument that particular groups in society get ‘special treatment’ which, in his view, is unwarranted. 
It is accepted in these accounts (Text 1) that one can dismiss race and gender issues as money-spinners, 
a reductionist account (Young, 1990) that is shaped by institutions such as the family and the school 
(Blackman, 1998).  Matt is prepared to interject to state that he cares about such issues (politically 
correct), yet his language indicates he is positioning women as a homogenous group (they) who want 
and need to be accepted but won’t ever gain such acceptance.  Paul seems to accept some women (the 
ones who don’t complain), yet not those who are outspoken about ‘ridiculous’ claims – a sliding scale 
of acceptance. Ellen performatively portrays gender as unimportant in this context when asked to 
comment as a female, by refusing to be drawn into a gendered discourse. She doesn’t offend anyone, 
doesn’t complain, and identifies with the boys through her mental process ‘feel like’ (one of the guys). 
Ellen’s response is consistent with findings from other research studies which suggest that a belief in 
individual agency means that the impact of gender is downplayed in her life (see Dwyer & Wyn, 2001; 
Roberts & Sachdev, 1996; Willis, 1998). 
 
Because subjectivities are formed within discourses, they ‘remain subject to the complex discursive 
interplay, strategic repositioning and repetitive regulations’ (Nayak & Kehily, 2006 p. 467). These 
students can be seen as positioning self in relation to raced and gendered ‘otherness’ which they 
disavow. They implicitly suggest through these accounts that they would never be claiming money for 
no reason, nor would they complain about historical issues which are not relevant in post-feminist and 
enlightened contemporary society. Political statements such as those made by Prime Minister John 
Howard in an address to the Australian Reconciliation Convention on 26 May 1997 suggest that no-one 
in Australia should feel guilt or blame for past wrongdoings in relation to Indigenous Australians, and 
that it is the future which needs to be the focus, rather than the past (in Luke, 1997). Such discourses 
invite dismissive or get over it attitudes to race issues such as the ones evident in Text 1 and deny the 
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historical emergence of truth in terms of discontinuity and contingency (Foucault, 1988; Harwood & 
Rasmussen, 2007).  
 
Currently in Australia and elsewhere it seems that another ‘wave’ of ethnic and racial disharmony has 
become apparent (Menadue, 2003), with recent popular media texts running articles about ‘white 
supremacy’(Box, 2006; Pittam, 2006) re-emerging in Australia and America, accusations of public 
hatred of the Australian Muslim community (Kerbaj & Megalogenis, 2006) particularly since the 
terrorist events of 9/11; and the highly publicized Cronulla riots in Sydney (Burchell, 2006), which 
have sparked debates about the ‘incipient racism at the nation’s core’. The uncertainties of a globalised 
market economy have induced concern over the inability of the state to provide stability and protection 
for its citizens, and Singh (2005 p. 117) suggests that a ‘politics of resentment’ against racialised 
‘others’ has emerged to deflect attention from the disinvestment of the state in educational and 
economic security.  Singh argues that discontent has been fuelled by state-based incitement of fears of 
racialised ‘others’, and this attribution of blame for perceived declines in lifestyle has been variously 
reconstituted in waves since the 1980s. In many ways, these recent events have given licence to 
‘ordinary Australians’ to convey racist viewpoints which are seemingly based upon the safety and 
economic interests of ‘the common Australian’.   
 
Similarly, feminist agendas are under fire from ‘ordinary Australians’. Schoene (2006) argues that 
many contemporary young women regard feminism as a thing of the past as gender equality is 
supposedly now self evident and more ambitious feminist concerns can be put down to ‘starry-eyed 
utopianism’ (p. 134). Paul’s comment about the insignificance of gendered language such as 
policewomen and policemen suggests this attitude that women already have equality, so idealistic 
notions of changing such wide-spread accepted terms is simply taking things too far – trouble-making 
behaviour from people who are never satisfied. He doesn’t elaborate on how women will ‘get money’ 
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from such claims; however the material process ‘trying to get money’ is used to cast negative 
aspersions on those who push boundaries too far from what is accepted by normal (powerful) groups. 
The verb ‘trying’ indicates that they are not successful in their quest; hence Paul’s views are validated. 
 
This interaction shows a snapshot of how subjectivities or identities of these students can play out in a 
small, mixed gender group. The two male participants were more prepared than the female participant 
to introduce stories, to canvass support for potentially politically incorrect views, and to interject during 
some else’s ‘turn’. 
 
Paul’s interwoven story: My opinion counts 
Text 2 – ‘Well Cath and Paula, two girls here…’ 
 
INT: Now in the last interview you talked about when you were in grade eight, you 
know the whole popularity thing… um, and you talked about some of the girls 
there, the popular girls as being slutty… and… well can you tell me whether 
you think popularity is linked to sexual behaviour?  Or is that what slutty 
means?  Is that what you…? 
PH: Well, there’s acting slutty and there’s being slutty… I can’t remember 
which one I meant. 
INT: Well tell me what slutty means. 
PH: Acting slutty is acting like you want to have sex, being slutty is 
having sex with people. 
INT: So you think they were acting slutty? 
PH: I’d say so, like yeah, because um… 
INT: So what sort of behaviours would you characterise as acting slutty? 
PH: Ummm… well Cath and Paula, two girls here, you can cross out their 
names… they um, they… I don’t know… they kind of talk about their 
breasts like in a conversational manner, and oh… yeah, they act slutty, 
I don’t know if they are, but they talk about giving blow jobs to 
people… I don’t know if they do or not, but they definitely act slutty.  
And then there’s Kelly, whose in my English class… um, she sleeps 
around, she has sex with people, but… and she’ll bring it up in 
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conversation only if it’s mentioned, so she doesn’t act slutty unless 
you know, it’s what the conversation’s about, but I’d say she is… 
INT:  So you think if you sleep with people, you’re slutty? 
PH:   Oh well, sorry I… personally I do, because I don’t sleep with anyone and 
don’t really want to at the moment, but um…  
 
Paul’s lexical choices in Text 2 pre-suppose a relationship between ‘popular’ and ‘slutty’, and the term 
slutty is an attribute used to describe girls who exhibit different categories of behaviour. His use of the 
processes ‘acting’ and ‘being’ are used respectively to mean ‘talking about sex’ and ‘having sex’. The 
former, a performative statement is given more negative emphasis through the strong modality of the 
adverb ‘definitely’, and the low probabilisation (Fuller & Lee, 1997) of bringing it up ‘only if it’s 
mentioned’. It seems that talking about sex is being constructed as worse than doing it.  
 
Paul introduces the story in response to the interviewer’s reference to his previous comments about 
passing judgement on female peers. He needs to defend his previous point, and he does so by telling a 
story that portrays a familiar social discourse of strong moral judgement about girls or women who talk 
about or have sex in ways that typically ‘other’ them (de Castro, 2004) as immoral. His negative views 
here about the female gender are consistent with those introduced in Text 1. He interpolates particular 
attributes from Cath and Paula (pseudonyms), such as ‘breasts’ and ‘blow jobs’ which may be 
perceived by me as an adult in this interview context to be inappropriate conversational topics at 
school. He lexically links such topics of conversation with acting ‘slutty’. Paul’s reference to the small 
story is used here to highlight the differences between the girls’ behaviour and his own as he 
“confesses” that he doesn’t ‘sleep with anyone’ at this time in his life. By drawing supposedly negative 
behaviour of others into the conversation, he effectively highlights his own “good boy” positioning 
which strengthens the authority of his opinions in this and other interviews. Nayak and Kehily (2006) 
suggest that being a ‘proper boy’ or ‘proper girl’ is a ‘fantasy that is both hankered after and embodied 
through an approximation of its norms’ (p. 465). Identifying as such runs the risk of losing other 
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identifications such as in Paul’s case, that of a stereotypical ‘normal’ adolescent male who is obsessed 
with and has sex. Paul gambles on his potentially ‘abnormal’ positioning in this interaction with me as 
an adult educator, who could be predicted to read this as an example of his restraint and his admirable 
focus on academic matters, rather than as a chink in his masculine teenage identity. He can be seen as 
disrupting the ‘norm’ for a higher purpose as opposed to being rejected by potential sexual partners. At 
the same time, his stereotypical assessment of the ‘slutty’ girls is expected to be accepted as true. The 
‘girls’ are not positioned in any complex way, such as discursively enacting gender identity in 
subversive or parodied ways (Butler, 1990) in front of male peers. Their use of particular language may 
be fascinating or even erotic to Paul, yet he describes it only as ‘slutty’ because ‘proper girls’ don’t talk 
like that. Further, these ‘popular’ girls have previously rejected him as a worthwhile contender for 
attention, thus positioning them as unworthy of any favourable comment. 
 
Paul shows evidence in this interaction that he feels he has the power and authority to define the 
suitability of girls’ behaviour, even though he suggests in previous interviews that he is not 
judgemental, and that he believes in gender equality.     
 
Matt’s interwoven story: Dilemmas of self 
Text 3 – ‘I said that last week to someone…’ 
 
MC: Yeah, like I say, I hang around with the nerds, but I'm not a nerd… 
d'you know what I mean?  
INT: Ok 
MC: I said that last week to someone… I said… you know, I was talking about 
how this person came over… like new people would come to the school, and 
I said you know how they'd hang with your group for about a day, and 
then they end up with like, the nerds.  And this person just looked at 
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me and I'm like… Oh no there's worse nerds than me… d'you know what I 
mean?  
INT: So it's all from your own perspective. 
MC: Yeah, and you try and… that sort of stuff happens all the time, and 
like, I hang around with the soccer jerks but I'm not a soccer jerk… 
people are like that all the time I think.  
INT: Do you think that's right? 
MC: Yeah It's not very nice I don't think, like other people are nerds… like 
you hang around them, they're your friends and stuff but… at the same 
time, I call myself a nerd still, and I don't know… for us it's not 
even… but if someone else calls us a nerd, then we don't like it, but we 
call ourselves nerds all the time, so when it comes from us we don't 
mind, but when it comes from someone else, we get a bit uptight about 
it.  
 
 
It seems for Matt in Text 3 that there are ‘worse’ nerds than others, and that ‘hanging around’ (material 
process) or physical closeness to certain groups, might have the appearance of you being part of the 
group, but you deny being (relational process) what that group signifies, or possibly having the 
attributes that others might ascribe to people in that group.  It is also suggested that people should know 
their categories and their roles, for example, ‘this person (popular group) just looked (didn’t have to say 
a word) at me’.  Then Matt had to explain his position on the ‘nerd scale’. 
 
Matt’s interpersonal representation during his analysis of what the story means, moves from first to 
second person with the pronouns ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘ourselves’. He is prepared to suggest that 
such peer scaling is not ‘nice’, yet he indicates that he is not alone in such categorisations. Matt’s low 
modality with ‘I think’ and ‘I don’t know…’ show his uncertainty about how he feels about such peer 
interactions. His use of the small story here positions him as torn between what is ‘right’ and what is 
‘reality’, which is consistent with his dilemma in Text 1 and with broader social discourses of youth 
and uncertainty (Gilchrist & Sullivan, 2006). In this interaction, Matt’s justification of his actions in his 
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small story shows that these are not just his views, but that this is the reality of peer groups in school, 
thereby positioning him as ‘in-synch’ with peer culture (Lesko, 2001) rather than as a ‘mean’ or 
disloyal friend.    
 
Ellen’s interwoven story: Don’t rock the boat 
Text 4 – ‘I remember at the arts festival…’ 
 
INT: Do you think any of you are affected by sexism? 
MC: It’s not a big deal… 
INT: Is that because you are male? 
EP: I’m female and I’m not affected by sexism. 
PH: Yes she is. I remember at the arts festival… 
EP: Oh yeah, but that was… 
PH: We were talking about how we had been oppressed and she was going on 
about how she was oppressed because she was a girl. I personally didn’t 
think it sounded very oppressive. 
EP: Well… that’s because it wasn’t a big deal… 
 
 
The data show a number of examples where Ellen colludes with school values, agrees with others and 
generally gives the impression that she doesn’t want to cause any trouble for powerful and influential 
groups in her life. She shows signs of deriving pleasure and fulfilment from conforming to institutional 
values (Kenway & Bullen, 2001). These groups include teachers, parents and close friends. Text 4 is 
taken from the focus group interview and it shows an instance where Ellen withholds a potential small 
story which she doesn’t consider ‘tellable’. Paul introduces the story with ‘I remember’: a framing 
device (Bauman, 2004) that sets up expectations of the story to follow as a telling of past events in 
which he was clearly a participant. Paul thereby undermines Ellen’s position as teller of this gendered 
tale. However, he doesn’t use the story to support the feminist cause; rather he uses it to dispute the so-
called ‘oppressive’ claim. Ellen does not argue the point with her male friends in this interaction, but 
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instead submits to Paul’s assessment by iterating that ‘it wasn’t a big deal’, which is why she didn’t 
‘tell it’ herself. In this telling, Paul has cleverly gained support for his views and at the same time has 
asserted his power and authority as the ‘teller’ in this interview context. By not telling, Ellen shows an 
unwillingness to ‘rock the boat’ about gender issues, particularly in front of two male friends who have 
previously made their position clear on unnecessary gender causes. Griffin (2004) argues that post-
feminist discourses in contemporary society conjure a precariously utopian present in which equality is 
already present and ‘there is no need for girls or women to challenge boys/men or any form of 
patriarchal system in an overtly politicized way’ (p. 33). Further, Harris (2004) posits girls as ‘the most 
likely candidates for performing a new kind of self-made subjectivity’ (p. 6), an optimistic ‘future girl’ 
discourse which prescribes a whole new powerfully coercive set of ideals. Failure to fulfil such 
potential is invariably blamed on the individual girl. Ellen shows evidence throughout the data of 
‘taking control’ of her future by doing exactly what is required in the institutional settings of school 
and family, so she can achieve individual success which will enable her to do things ‘her way’ later. 
She is not prepared to blame others in society for any perceived shortcomings, and she defends 
teachers/parents/the school against any perceived criticism as they are seen to have her best interests at 
heart. 
 
Ellen’s role in these interactions is vastly different to those of Matt and Paul. She does not instigate 
stories to express her views, nor is she prepared to argue with her male counterparts during the group 
sessions.  
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
Locating small stories throughout the data has enabled me to make visible the inconsistencies and 
numerous intersecting stories that are used by these participants to render their views tellable at this 
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time, in this place. These data need to be considered alongside the tellable ‘big story’ of these students, 
chosen as they were by their teachers as highly competent in the critical strands of curricula enactment. 
Thus, many sections of their interviews and their self-analyses of their own popular culture texts 
indicated sophisticated levels of critical analysis; the language of social justice and equality; and strong 
support for disempowered groups. The inconsistencies in their world views that I have illustrated in this 
article have become apparent through careful fine-grained critical discourse analysis of small stories in 
their accounts. For example, their individual ‘big stories’, or major components of their interviews, 
suggest support for equality, denigration of racism, and the importance of social justice agendas. 
However the small stories located within these data show glimpses of contradictory views about ‘big 
issues’ such as race and gender. 
 
These participants use small stories to support their views about issues raised by them or by the other 
interlocutors. The small stories not only serve this purpose; they enable positioning of self and others in 
the interactive situation, and they offer snapshots of complex subjectification processes. Power 
relations were evident in the interactions as Paul took on the dominant role as ‘teller’ in each of his 
interviews. He justified his authority to pass judgements on others through his ‘good’ student and 
‘good’ boy positioning. Matt showed the most evidence of uncertainty about the ‘appropriateness’ of 
his viewpoints and practices. He was concerned about how he would be perceived by me as adult 
researcher in these interactions, which was consistent with his analysis of his own popular culture text 
in which he suggests a definite adult/youth dualism, with the former certainly posited as wiser and 
more sophisticated. Ellen relinquishes any overt power in these interactions even as she claims not to 
be disempowered in any way. She suggests in an earlier interview that she can do things ‘her way’ 
later, but that right now she is doing exactly what her teachers and parents want her to do in order to be 
successful. In this way, Ellen is both empowered and disempowered through her collusion in dominant 
institutional discourses where she is experiencing success, yet is unable to achieve this ‘her way’. She 
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is also unwittingly set up for individual failure, as she refuses to problematise the institutional 
discourses which regulate her behaviour. 
 
Each of these participants show evidence of multiple, changing subjectivities within the various 
discourse worlds in which they engage, including youth culture, school, home and other community 
organisations and affiliations. Broader political and popular discourses particularly in relation to race 
and gender are highly influential and compete with social justice agendas within school curricula. The 
small stories provide insight into what these participants regard as ‘tellable’ in this context at this time, 
which invites a genealogical interrogation of the conditions upon which their ‘truths’ are contingent. In 
contrast to a smooth, continuous history of academic success, ‘good girl/boy’ status, and concern for 
disempowered or minority groups, the small stories that are told by these participants provide a starting 
point for analysis of their ‘history of the present’ (Foucault, 1988).  
 
These participants do not see gender as an issue in society, yet their roles in these interactional contexts 
clearly show powerful patriarchal discourses, with the boys dominating the talk and controlling the 
‘small stories’ that are deemed ‘tellable’. By locating the minor twists and inconsistencies in the telling 
of mundane small stories in these interview accounts, I have been able to learn more about their 
interactions with peers and how ‘big issues’ are incorporated into their world views. 
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